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the first time to visit him momentarily, a terrible fear to assail him. What if there were not time after all ? What if the creations which floated through his mind while he lay suffering and helpless, were never destined to be put into shape ? What if his opportunity for work on earth were really over ? It was a horrible idea ; a fancy, he told himself, born only of weakness. Destiny must intend him to finish his appointed task. Robbed of everything else he had longed for, that one consolation surely remained. He would ask the doctor, would be content with no vague and soothing generalities, hut would insist on knowing the exact truth. It could not—ah, it could not be as black as the nightmares of his imagination !
He approached the subject cautiously on the doctor's next visit.* Perhaps, he said, he had after all never realised sufficiently the acuteness of his malady. He certainly felt terribly ill, and knew that he was losing ground; while, in spite of all his efforts, he was unable to eat anything. His duty required that he should bequeath a certain legacy to the public, and he had calculated carefully, and had discovered that he would be able in six months to accomplish his task. Could the doctor promise him that length of time ? There was no answer to this searching question, but a
* The following account of Balzac's interview with his doctor is taken from an article written by Arsene Houssaye in the Figaro of August 20th, 1883. It is right to add that the Vicomte de Spoelberch de Lovenjoul, the great authority on Balzac, throws grave douhts on the acciiracy of the story. the case, and may be found in " Un dernier chapitre de I'Histoire des (Euvres de H. de Balzac/' by the Vicomte de Spoelberch de Lovenjoul.
